‘Amorous and Fondling Nips’: Keats, scepticism, and the erotic’

John Keats entered Guys, then part of the Borough Hospitals, on October 2nd 1815 after a five year apothecary’s apprenticeship; and his first published poem, the sonnet ‘O Solitude’, appeared in the Examiner the following May. As much recent criticism, by de Almeida, Roe and others, suggests the life of a medical student at the turn of the nineteenth century offers an interesting contrast to, and context for, the merely literary view of Keats which still persists. G.S Rousseau suggests provocatively:

[I]t is probably true that the etiology of European Romanticism is located as much in the medical researches of the eighteenth century as in the disturbances of the sacred and the profane in an increasingly industrialized society.


Although his career plans vied with poetry for his attention --- already in April, when he should have been concentrating on his forthcoming exams, he had taken to writing poetry during lectures, and imitating Byron’s dress --- in July 1816 Keats passed his examination and qualified to practice as an apothecary. Since the passing of the Apothecaries Act in 1815, which greatly increased the demands on a would-be practitioner, this was no mean feat. Keats was expected to attend lectures and hospital ‘walks’, and to show detailed knowledge of the medical theory and practice; of pharmaceutical chemistry and morbid anatomy. After a long summer vacation, he returned to London to continue his studies in order to further qualify as a surgeon, which, naturally, involved attending surgery. The reality of this experience was captured by a contemporary, who wrote:

The pupils packed in like herrings in a barrel, but not so quiet. There was a continual calling of heads, heads to those about the table whose heads interfered with sightseers. I have often known even the floors so crowded that the surgeon could not operate till it had been partially cleared … I was quickly upset, had to leave the theatre, and not infrequently fainted. 


Yet, beyond the Regency colour, which would include students cooking breakfast in the corner of the operating theatre, this account gives some idea of the medical student’s proximity to the body. For Keats, this proximity was heightened since he worked as a dresser --- someone who cleared up after operations --- for the infamous surgeon, William ‘Mad Billy’ Lucas. Rather than relocating Romanticism as a whole, I want to focus here on what is, perhaps, the central tenet of medical theory at the time, which, in a sense, underpins this need to observe the functions of the body.


Commenting on developments in clinical practice in post-Revolutionary France, Michel Foucault claims:

Modern medicine has fixed its own date of birth as beginning in the last years of the eighteenth century … it identifies the origin of its positivity with a return … to the modest level of the perceived … A new alliance was forged between words and thing, enabling one to see and to say.

Further, he identifies an idealised paradigm for these ‘modest’ aims, which sought to maintain that: ‘The observing gaze refrains from intervening: it is silent and gestureless. Observation leaves things as they are.’


It is this notion of the ‘observing gaze’ which can be seen as central to the medical theory not only in France, but equally in Regency England. Indeed, as de Almeida (p. 5) points out, the clinical method that concerns Foucault, with its insistence on observing the diseased and healthy body, originated in the English teaching hospitals, one of which Keats would later attend, in the 1770s. And, of course, an adherence to observation  and the materiality of the body under observation, persisted into the nineteenth century [fig 1].


For example, William Lawrence, the Professor of Anatomy and Physiology at the Royal College, claimed in his lectures on physiology in 1816 that:

Life … is merely … the sate of the animal structure. It includes the notions which are obvious to common observation. It denotes what is apparent to our senses; and cannot be applied to the off spring of metaphysical subtlety, or immaterial abstractions without obscuring what is clear and intelligible.


Keats was not taught by Lawrence, but he would have been aware of his position from his public arguments with the more conservative John Abernathy, Professor of Medicine at the Royal College of Surgeons, whose lectures Keats probably attended, and whose name appears in Keats’ medical notebooks; and in the work of Astley Cooper, who was Professor at Guys during Keats’ time. Cooper is said to have declared:

Young medical men find it so much easier a task to speculate than observe … I do not believe that, from the first dawn of medical science to the present moment, a single correct idea has emanated from conjecture.


Anticipating Foucault, in both Lawrence and Cooper’s statements observation is privileged over speculation. Indeed, Lawrence, mocking the conservative elements of the English medical establishment, identifies his own methodology with that of Foucault’s subject, by seeing himself as part of ‘a terrible band of French physiologists’ (Lectures I 3). And Keats, too, may have seen himself in such a light; as Nicholas Roe argues, working at Guys in the first couple of decades of the nineteenth century, he would have moved in circles where ‘Jocobin politics and advanced medical science were closely associated’. In seeking the truth about the nature of bodies, he may have seen himself, as Andrea Henderson suggests, as part of a larger revolutionary movement seeking ‘the liberation of thought.’ Certainly, his friend George Felton Mathew, to whom one of the early poems is addressed, identified him as:

of the sceptical and republican school. An advocate for the innovations which were making progress in his time. A fault finder with everything established.


Whatever its larger political resonances, in both France and England, then, the clinician’s gaze demonstrates a kind of confidence about the material body under observation: under its influence, the physician can arrive at ‘correct idea[s]’ and can make his observations ‘clear and intelligible’. Interestingly, this confidence goes beyond observing and unproblematically rendering that observation in language --- Foucault reminds us that the ‘the great myth of a pure gaze would be a pure language’ (p. 114). --- to a sense in which the gaze in fact makes the body knowable and graspable. Foucault notes ‘the metaphor of “touch” by which doctors will ceaselessly define their glance.’ (p. 122)


Thus, the would-be physician at the beginning of the nineteenth century can not only see and say, but also touch, make concrete his experience of the body. These claims to knowledge were based on a sense of lineage traceable back to the philosophical empiricism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the French clinicians derived their ideas from Condillac, who, in turned owed much to the gorund work of Locke; and, similarly, in England, Bacon and Locke were often cited on the title pages of medical works as a claim to a kind of legitimacy. That it needed to legitimate itself, and that its claim to empirical truth was in some sense very superficial might be seen from the fact that Lawrence could used his methods to prove the superiority of the white over the black body; and, that respected physicians seriously debated well into the nineteenth century whether a pregnant woman obsessed by cats, could give birth to a litter of kittens!


However, beyond the immediately comic, there is a powerful irony in the fact that the very philosophy used to underpin medical science’s sense of discovering the body was equally recording its loss. Hand in hand with empirical scientific ‘advance’ went the growing subjectivism associated with Romanticism. By the 1750s this contradiction was all too apparent. For example, Lord Kames wrote in 1751:

If we can be prevailed upon to doubt the reality of external objects the next step will be to doubt what passes in our own minds … And the last step will be to doubt our own existence.

Similarly, Richard Price, writing in 1758, feared that:

All our discoveries and boasted knowledge vanish and the whole universe is reduced into a creature of fancy …

Indeed, Frederic Jameson has noted that:

Existential despair first appears as such in direct proportion … to the increasing rollback of everything that threatens human life and the prospect of a well-nigh limitless control over the external universe …


Both Kames and Jameson are concerned with the status of the ‘external’ universe. It is a key word. In seeking its meaning in the very stuff of experience, scientifically inspired empiricism generated both the materialist paradigm, which could guarantee the thingness of body and disease to the physician’s gaze and touch, and its sceptical demon, which could not even guarantee the existence of ones own body. 


Only twenty years after Locke’s championing of the empirical method in his Essay on Human Understanding (1690), which underpins much of the methodology of the medical advances of the late eighteenth century, and before Hume’s sceptical treatise of the 1740s, Bishop Berkeley encapsulates the logical conclusion of empiricism. Anticipating Kames and Price, he wrote in 1713:

Upon the common principles of philosophers, we are not assured of the existence of things from their being perceived … Hence the rise of scepticism and paradoxes. It is not enough that we see and feel, that we taste and smell a thing. Its true nature … is still concealed. For though it be a fiction of our own brain, we have made it in accessible to all our faculties.


In complete contrast to the empirically inspired confidence of the clinician’s gaze, here, the same philosophical starting point ends in the opposite conclusion: despite the open contradiction to what we, not only as individuals, but as a society seem to know --- we act as if things, others, bodies do exist --- such a philosophy denies the certainty of experience. Berkeley, like Hume after him, concludes that if no better epistemology can be established, then, scepticism seems the only refuge; and coupled with advances in knowledge is despair.


This fear was to survive throughout the eighteenth century and into the Romantic period. To take one example, Wordsworth equally felt that nature might be concealed or inaccessible. He captures the subtleties and contradiction at play most graphically. Against this backdrop of ideas, he grew up with a sense of doubt as to the nature of things. He wrote in the ‘Fenwick note’ to the ‘Immortality’ ode that, as a child:

I was often unable to think of external things as having external existence … Many times while going to school have I grasped at a wall or a tree to recall myself from the abyss of idealism to the reality.


In common with Kames, Price and Berkeley, it is the fear that external things may have no external existence that concerns the child Wordsworth, and the man, as it would many of the Romantics. The solution of the child is essentially childlike, a kind of clutching for an epistemological teddy-bear: to grab hold of something is again to experience it. Touch becomes the guarantee of truth just as it does, rather less urgently, for Foucault’s physician.


For Keats, the importance of touch, to which I want to return, is given a specific medical context. A key aspect of the medical debates at the turn of the nineteenth century was over the status of the self. As a student, Keats would have been aware of William Lawrence’s view that the body, or what he calls the ‘animal structure’ was the seat of life, and was not to be confused with superstitious notions of the Soul, supported by Abernathy, and others. More than this, he was taught that the body was not an unchanging entity. Keats recalls this in his in his 1819 journal letter to his brother in America. He writes of a dispute with Thomas Hammond, to whom he was apprenticed:

Our bodies every seven years are completely fresh material --- seven years ago it was not this hand that clenched itself against Hammond.


However light hearted, or throw away this remark, it might be said to echo the Wordsworthian anxiety from the inside. If the ‘hand’ is read metonymically, Keats may not only be recalling the circumstances of his life as a medical student, but also aspects of its methodology; specifically that the self is located materially in the body, but that that body is not ultimately knowable, since it is constantly renewing itself, constantly changing before the gaze.   


Closer to home, for Keats, torn between medicine and poetry, it is interesting to note that sceptical-empiricism was to have a similar impact upon the aesthetic theories of the period. For example, Hume stresses the non-material nature of the beautiful and undermines the connection between aesthetic value and the art-object. He claims:

Beauty is no quality in things themselves; it exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty.


For Hume, as later for Kant, and for practising art theorists like Joshua Reynolds, beauty, like all the apparent attributes of experience, the tree, the body, the hand, ‘exists merely in the mind’; the spectator of art is as potentially solipsistic as the gazer upon things; and aesthetic anarchy, like sceptical despair, is prevented only by custom.


Just as the child Wordsworth banished his doubts by insisting upon the hard physical reality of a tree, secured through touch, so competing aesthetic theories attempted to counter the claim that the predicate ‘beautiful’ was simply subjective. For example, in his art criticism, which Keats knew, William Hazlitt, , insists on the objective reality of the beautiful --- its embodied materiality. He writes in an essay ‘On the Elgin Marbles’, a subject which would also, of course, exercise Keats:

the chief excellence of the figures depends on their having been copied from nature and not from imagination. The communication of art with nature is here everywhere immediate, entire, palpable.


Interestingly, Hazlitt was also something of a failed philosopher having produced an Essay on the Principles of Human Action in 1805, which sought to refute the conclusions of sceptical empiricism, a copy of which Keats owned. In his essay on the Marbles, the ‘palpable’, that which can be touched, is stressed, in an essentially mimetic paradigm, as a means of reclaiming the art-object from the kind of idealist ‘abyss’ imagined by the child Wordsworth; of beauty which exists only in the mind.


In Germany at this time, Hegel responded equally urgently to the implication of the Humean aesthetic mediated through Kant. His definition of beauty, echoes the grasping metaphor of Wordsowrth’s engagement with the world of things, or the touching gaze of the clinician. Hegel states ‘that the beautiful itself must be grasped … in a determinate form.’


Hazlitt’s insistence that art must have a ‘palpable’ nature, or Hegel’s view that beauty must have ‘determinate’ form, provide an interesting context for Keats’ famous dictum, taken from the beginning of Endymion: ‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever’. M.A Goldberg points out the ‘syntactical … subordination stress[ing] the corporeality of beauty rather than its abstract qualities.’ A similar stress might be seen in Keats’ equally famous claims for the imagination, and the Beauty-Truth identity. He writes to his friend Benjamin Bailey in November 1817:

I am certain of nothing but … the truth of the Imagination --- What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth --- whether it existed before or not … The Imagination may be compared to Adam’s dream --- he awoke and found it truth.


On one level this might be the statement of an arch-romantic poet, seeking to escape the harsh reality of his life as a medical student. Yet, it is notable that the powers attributed to the imagination shift within the empiricist debate itself from being fundamentally those of recording images of the external, to those of securing knowledge. This shift is completed by Kant, for whom the imagination was an ‘indispensable function of the soul, without which we should have no knowledge whatsoever.’ And, it might be worth noting that Kant was known to both Hazlitt and William Lawrence.  


What is more striking about Keats’ statement, however, is the view that the imagination ‘seizes’ beauty, just as Hazlitt insists that beauty must be seized, or Hegel that it must be grasped. And, again, all three recall Wordsworth’s grasping child. It is telling, too, that he explains the power of the imagination in relation to Adam’s dream, since, for Adam at least what he imagines or dreams is literally materialised in the body of Eve. It is arguable, of course, that much of Keats’ poetry, whatever else it is, is a test of  the ability of the imagination, the gaze, the touch, to lay hold of a body of truth or beauty.


To put it crudely, the body count is high, particularly in Keats’ early poetry. And the extent to which it rehearses acts of sensual seizure is well known, and, indeed, has formed a staple of Keats’ criticism from the very beginning. For example, as early as August 1818, his friend Benjamin Bailey, again, wrote to the publisher Taylor complaining of:

the approaching inclination [Endymion] has to that abominable principle of Shelley’s --- that Sensual Love is the principle of all things.


Interestingly, this statement echoes the general philosophical concern over the status of things. Byron famously sees Keats’ poetry, in an unwitting parody of Adam’s fulfilled desires, as ‘a sort of mental masturbation’, a kind of pornography of the imagination, a substitute for the real thing. And, most comically, by reading a run-on line as end-stopped, a reviewer for the British Critic for June 1818 criticised Keats for representing Pan in Endymion ‘indecorously … as a god who loves to see the hamadryads dress’. This critical tradition, can be traced from Mathew Arnold’s dangerous ‘abundantly and echantingly sensuous’ Keats, to F.R Leavis’ ‘voluptuous vulgarity’, to John Jones’ ‘unworked eroticism’.  It can also be found positively in Christopher Ricks’ claim that Keats’ blushing bodies may offer ‘insights into life, which may be more accessible to a perceptive adolescents than to others’; and, negatively, in  Majorie Levinson’s sense of ‘the guilt that contaminates Keats’ … poetry --- the marked unnaturalness of this writing --- [which] signifies the shame of a man who has no class’.       


Levinson’s remarks, and broader view of Keats, echo those of medical students in general made by Thomas Rennell, who saw William Lawrence, and radical medicine as corrupters of the innocent young. He writes in 1817:

By far the larger part of those who look upon Mr. Lawrence for instruction … have no education at all. At the age of fourteen … they rapidly contract the range of their intellect … they puzzle and perplex their understandings; till at last their embarrassments conclude in a state of general scepticism …


Embarrassment, educational exclusion, perplexed unnaturalness characterise Keats as both a typical medical student and a vulgar poet. And, at the heart of both is an unhealthy interest in bodies.  

Keats’ interest in adolescent, mawkish, masturbatory titillation, is apparent in his letters, and, perhaps his poetry to and about Fanny Brawne. He remarked himself:

I am certain I have not the right feeling towards Women … Is it because they fall so far beneath my Boyish imagination? When I was a Schoolboy I though[t] a fair Woman a pure Goddess, my mind was a soft nest in which one of them slept.

The idea of woman-as-goddess is seen by Jean Hagstraum as indicative of a ‘sexualized mythology’ which he sees as central to ‘most Romantic poets’, which can be traced from the ‘sumptuous landscapes’ of Titian, Poussin, Claude, to the erotic works of Keats’ contemporaries James Barry, William Etty and others [fig. 2].

Yet, beyond Keats’ undoubted interest in luxurious titillation, however, it is arguable that many of the physical encounters in the poems can be related to the larger empiricist-idealist debate over the status of the object or body. Keats’ love scenes may insist upon their materiality, their palpability, as much to question as to enchant.

This might be seen in Keats’ treatment of the figures of Cupid/Eros and Psyche, who naturally form the subject matter of much erotic art [fig 3]. They are invoked in the early poem ‘I Stood Tip-Toe’ in an ambiguous way, which suggest an interest beyond the merely erotic. The following lines provide my title, and might be said to be typical of the vulgar Keats:



So felt he, who first told, how Psyche went



On the smooth wind to the realm of wonderment;



What Psyche felt, and Love, when their full lips



First touch’d; what amorous, and fondling nips



They gave each other’s cheeks                           (141-5)


The physical existence of Psyche and the personified Love is stressed here: ‘their full lips’, their ability to touch, their ‘amorous fondling nips’. Their presence to the voyeuristic poet and reader is secured through erotic acts of near-violence: bites are perhaps the most reassuring form of touching. Yet, this presence is undercut by the fact that the poem admits that it is a retelling of a story which has already been ‘told’. This kind of distancing occurs more harshly in Keats later engagement with the worlds of myth and legend, in for example, The Eve of St. Agnes, which is famously seen by critics as either an indulgence in the sensual or an exposure of the very impossibility of such an indulgence.


A similar stance is taken by the poetic voice of ‘Sleep and Poetry’, which was completed around the same time as ‘I Stood Tip-Toe’, in the second half of 1816, when Keats was training to be a surgeon. In a frequently quoted passage, often seen as predictive of his desire move beyond the mytho-erotic, Keats writes:



Then the events of this wide world I’d seize



Like a strong giant …



… First the realm I’ll pass 



Of Flora, and old Pan …



Catch the white-handed nymph in shady palces,



To woo sweet kisses from averted faces ---



Play with their fingers, touch their shoulders white



Into a pretty shrinking with a bite



As hard as lips can make it; till agreed, 



A lovely tale of human life we’ll read. (81-2, 101-10)


Here, again, the poet’s ability to grasp the world, through the language of myth may be read parodically in its over-emphasised physicality; it might be seen as a sort of exposure of the kind of concerns expressed in the figure of Wordsworth’s grasping child, or the confident physician’s touch. Keats provides a clue in allowing the voice of the poem to equate himself with a giant: there are no giants in the modern world; and Keats himself was famously conscious of his own limited stature. Here, the poet will ’catch’ the nymphs, ‘play with their fingers’, in an effort to prove that the realm has substance. Echoing the ‘fondling nips’ of Eros and Psyche, he will even ‘bite’ them. Yet, surely, it is one thing for lover’s to snack on each other, quite another for the poet to join the feast! It is not for nothing that in ‘I Stood Tip-Toe’ Keats envisages the poetic gaze, not as an non-intervening clinician’s gaze, but as ‘the greediest eye’ (l 15).


Keats stresses, and arguably, over stresses, the physicality of the nymphs and dryads throughout his early poetry. In Endymion, which used the same source myth as much nineteenth century erotic painting [fig 4], the encounters between lovers are described, similarly, in terms of possession of the body, of corporeality, rather than any abstract notion of love. Endymion must frantically touch, grasp, seize his idealised lover. He records her absence in terms of being unable to feel her, asking:




Wherefore may I not



Be ever in those arms? in this sweet spot



Pillow my chin forever? Ever press 



These toying hands and kiss their smooth excess?



Why not for ever and for ever feel



That breath about my eyes?                                      (740-5)


Such a passage might be viewed as arch Keatsian imagery, supporting the sensualist reading of Keats. As we have seen, a connection in Keats between the physical sex object and the poetic act was apparent as much to his contemporaries as it is to more recent criticism. Yet, of course, for anyone other than the assured clinician, this grasping contains as much doubt as certainty. Endymion may ‘press’ from a sense of urgency beyond the sexual. This need to prove the objective reality of the  ‘thing of beauty’ is seen most graphically in Endymion’s encounter with the goddess in the guise of the Indian maid in Book 4. At the moment of consummation, the poet declares:



He saw her body fading gaunt and spare



In the cold moonshine. Straight he seiz’d her wrist;



It melted from his grasp. Her hand he kiss’d,



And horror! kiss’d his own --- he was alone.  (IV 507-10)


The body in love is close to death, as it will be in same of the late poems to Fanny Brawne. The moon, rather than the bestower of cheering light as it is for Wordsworth, in his retelling of the Psyche myth, or of erotically charged light as for the sensualist painter [fig 4], is cold. Endymion's attempt to seize his dream is ironically the reverse of Adam’s dream, or of Keats’ seizure of the Beauty-Truth identity, or of the sureness of the physician’s touch. He cannot sustain her reality. She proves to be beyond his grasp, and he is alone. 


This sense of potential isolation is made most apparent in Keats’ last treatment of the Pysche story in the ode of that name. Here, by the end of the poem, the poet-priest has no direct access to the goddess, he doesn’t even catch a voyeuristic glimpse. Instead, he promises to keep:



A bright torch, and a casement ope at night,



To let the warm Love in!                              (66-7)


Critics like Anne Mellor see in this conclusion an invitation to re-stage the embrace that is gazed upon at the opening of the poem, beyond its frame. Yet, if we see the poet-priest here as standing in for Cupid, whom, as Keats knew from Lampriere, made ‘a place of bliss’ for Pysche, then there is a sense in which the personification ‘Love’ refers not  to Cupid himself, but to Psyche. This, then, is to repeat the scene of so many of Keats’ erotic encounters; it is a version of the schoolboy’s ‘soft nest’; an erotic location sustained only in the poet’s mind Yet, of course, as with so many of Keats’ erotic encounters, despite the open window, and the open vowelled  ‘ope’, sounding the hope within the poetic or imaginative act, here there is, like a bad Agatha Chrisite novel, no body. Unlike the confident physician, the anxious empricist, or the worried Wordsworth, beyond the confines of his own imaginative ‘sanctury’, the poet cannot, finally touch, seize, or grasp the body of the goddess. Much less can he indulge in ‘amorous and fondling nips’.  
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